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ABSTRACT ; 
.A study of esumonteation patteris ina desegregated 
sctiools located in an urban piddle class black neighborhood, revealed 
“meddlin"™ (verbal and nonverbal aggression) to be a‘key area of. 
cultural dissonance. This pattern is sore common among blacks. Nase .~ 
calling, rumor mongering, body bluster, verbal intimidation, taking 
or destroying others’ property, and physical assaults are some of the 
manifestations of individual and group attack. Reasons for this 
aggression include; (1) racism and the need to earn. respect; (2) 
socialization to violence; (3) inadequate academic work and the need 
to save face; (4) responding to the self-fulfilling. prophecy that | 
blacks are more physical; (5) poor impulse control cf anger; (6) 
sexual competition; (7) desire to test one’s strength and establish 
position in a peer hierarchy; (8) peer pressure; and (9) desire for 
attention. "Meddlin"-occurs more in the classroom than the playgrotnd 
and also in the hallways’ and especially the bathrooms. Both blacks 
and whites are targets of: aggression and most fights are 
intra-racial. The long term negative consequences: of: “mneddlin" 
outweigh the positive gains in self-esteen sonetines made by 
aoaeve duet aggressors. (Author/EB) : 
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‘work, p eae to be harmonious and for work tasks be a accomplished. 
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deseqregated schools throughout the united States catalyzed a study of 
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A 
with | a court-mandated 50- 50 black-white. Yatio in each. GRAS SOOR. 
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This was only partly true. 


A D) 


like them or the ways in which the messages were sent. 


ee 


te 


class appeared salient as Wilson (1978) reports in his recent work. The 


* few middle erose/Placks in the school mares more in common with the mid 


s 


class whites (from families ee an average income of $21, eoONs th 
majority of blacks who came from homes with eyorese incomes of $9,000. 


black PTA president and eadeatas reported that her, chidd at six ‘years to 


her, TENS » I don't want to play with blacks, they don't play nice. " 
LA year- Jorig study of childrens social relations and communication in 
“an sited aes with a superior 
individualized instruction for the gifted, average, 
in a partas piack ‘single 


*. be "bused revealed meddlin' to be the key area of cultural dissonance. 


"If somebody just be messin’ with you, 


just hit. ya and do it. with words, that's “meddlin'" 


grad Bisex girl Vays" 


The creation of ie Black community in which the school is located 
' t : 


was the result of terror: and fire bo 


jing. Whites pushed blacks out of 


. 


_ prime ecenomie SECue ‘ander a segrega 
of their schools witich blacks lost when the court ordered 


Do 


. 


sebpais nyo worry, places and ‘work tanks.” To “ve: extent that there: are 


and behavior styles among workers it is. os likely’ aor the 


My initial hypothesis was” that childsen: of different cultures, ‘which 
They understood many of the méssages and did not 


In addition, wocial 


an the . 


‘and slow learner, located 


just to try and aggravate you, 


2 system and gave them some control 


aac 


pnridren from MPA Ss liberal, civil. rights activist families speaking. 


tively, like conservative “rea necks", about blacks, after, attending 


cultural similarities and differences in an urban| desegregated magnet school 
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; coincided with color, did not understand each other’ s nonverbal communications. 
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“The 
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"Pacesetter" educational program of: . 


Be os as agra oe to which whites volunteer’ 


explained a sixth 


om. 


community amciety. 


yehildrents. S comments about their likes and diblikes. concerning the school, «+ 


desegregation. «1 When ‘blacks lost their administrators: and’ teacters, they se. - 


lost symbols' of pride. In the past, close Proxinity of blak ana white often 
led to violence, so hae he court seneved desegregation created . nae Ne 
@ oe 3 date 3 ; ; . % 4 , 
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In this apes I will briefly describe ie neddlin' stimuls, arenas, 


targets, Gonstraints styles, and consegyences. - The children tell the pete 


‘. 


Children* s ‘comment's on what it is like to ‘be a student at Pacesetter, 


v 


confirmed by participant: observation and choot personnel and parent 


reports, Baviae the data. Using an [open-ended set. of questions, I p< 


a 


» 


interviewed a random sample of 120 ‘students stratified on the bases ‘of 


sex, race, and grades 2, 4, and 6 chosen to reflect different, levels of 


Fu 


cognitive and social development. The salience = meddlin'’ is clear’ from 


y 


what they ‘consider appropriate behavior | in different settings, Fears of other 
children, and the reasons for these fears. Regardless of sex, race, and ieee 
level, children report that blacks ‘fighe more, and value it more than 
whites. Some children say blacks fight “6 hurt more than. whites. : ‘Whites and 
some blacks react aversively to meddlin' or’ misinterpret its vee 
including the initiation of friendship. ; 2 


Some adults, ary inéladed: insisted, “Kids will be kids--we all know 


about Tom Sawyer, the Little Rascals, Lord.of the Flies, and bullies in 


“every neighborhood. But when over a period of time cMildren who had friends 


with black skins prior to attending the desegregated school continued to 


say, “Blacks get me in trouble," "I don't like Pacesetter," "I'm sick, I 


¢an't go to school, "It was so noisy in class I spent two hours in the 


) 


nurse's office because of my headache," and children continye to report on 


black children's “misdeeds to the exclusion of ee children’ s misdeeds, it 
i 
is important to explore what is happening and te oa 


, 4 
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Aggression, the dastre or “intention to here another ‘person, is part of PE he 


normal, ‘nénpathological Punct senting. Tt isa Comix set’ of behaviors 7 Dies 


‘ ; < mediated: by perdenelity, physical endowment, social, ¥: and environmental forces: | 


we 
y - Megression may be reactive » @ learned responee- to’ antecedents that cause 


foo* frustration: “Aggression may also nave a ‘motivational pane of tts :own 


“Min which the Ripriewl tries to remove some aversive, internel drive, or 
wxt 


i frusteation ‘tension. Some snaiviageae" are Sggressive: because they anticipate . 


rae reaping rewards from such mene ter es one iaren, learn’ fcusouah one ‘ 
imitating. models, and peethe ye reinforcement... a al we ~ 7 
-Let us “or to what appeér to be wellsprings and other. stimlt for 


agerer sion ei the Pacesetter elementary school. ™ his book why Blacks 
. (1972) y 


Kill Blacks, the .black arvard Medical School paychiatrist Bouksaint Argues 


Prat black violence is self-hatred for repriasséa rage at being.docile and : ] 
self effacing in arder to survive. Even if black children have not been 
discriminated against, ‘they pickup attitudes ‘from family aiicriehtes 
end media reports. A white girl said, _ "Fighting is: because, Like _they blame 


it on you saying id your fault they: were slaves: It's: noe ay reuie’ (106 wg 6th). 


~ 


Comer and Poussaint (1975 :12) explain, "Racism forced blagks ‘to. fight 


ror the respect >) v 


om Si duce e 


Cnet uhites take for pranted.” Another black peychietrist, Herrison-Ros}- (1973), 


oe Z z + ; . - 


found some black parents realize their anti -white hostility through . encouraging 


wa 
an 


their eos not to ‘et any of those whites to ‘push you. around. 
; Blacks tae been soct ized to what has been called on of wievende" 
"th panne experience in Slay} ry, the South, and Texas. _Lunsgaarde' s (1977) | 
cultural oneret® of Houston homicide patterns is reveal ing in this peeeS 
Emphasis on the importance’ of the body in strong. action na roots in ontogenetic. 


evelopment . for: all childr8n--the tbody being the first. instrument. of Power --and 


. for blacks in steve Aauctians where the body indicated the individual,’ 8 “capability, . 


for work. ‘Cont trues work Spnsein~e ie requiring physical prowess and 
‘ : . % . oe ; 
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“Miller 1958). 


a: academic seh iavencat: and public revelation of their inadequate school ‘ 


2 a ciiltural pattem’ of expressive performance and’ role validation Tas a 


“(acting out) , (cay and Abrahams 1973, Kochman 1971) santain the body Yet eee 


- emphasia. Lower class children, including the majority of blacks at a re ae 


. 
. 


Pacesetter, experience inconsistent harsh, physical Aiscipling and ridicule, i 


and this socialization encourages similar kinds of behavior: (Gans 1962, = : on 


- s 7 a , ' 
. ' 


a4 The perceived need for defensive structuring (sagen 1970) or aaving: af 


* 2 : 2 


face is another stimulus to guceanioa: Cees cootimally seek aie. : 


> 


identity and. esteem. isacet the black children are two ‘grade levels behind — 


“work ehpeugh oral recitation, etc., leads them to trying to gain zecognition 


in other ways. Meddlin' may allow aA child to pe in eonerors and by ; ‘ 


¢ 


belittling the formal schooling and its ethre many Pore® en re a negative 


evaluation that affects the child's self-image. ys , ’ 


aaa eS Bake also occurs because. it is expected. Ing self-fulfilling 


. prophecy, some whites’ emit. signals suggesting: blacks Fight, and so some " 


5 ad 


blacks "pick up th¢ gauntlet .* 
_ Another wellt-spring of aggression is. anger because of what someone \ 


does deliberately or inadvertently. Sexyal competition is another cause. 


> 


‘of fighting. "Girls! Fighting over girls. ft starts in kindergarten" . ‘ 


(113 bb 6th. A black second grader reported: wa white and black boy was 
fighting. The black boy had a girl friend and the white boy was messin' with 


his girl." Another catalyst of meddlin' is the desire to ‘test and prove 


eo. > 


one's strength as well as establish rank in the pecking order. Peer pressure . 


. s ° 
in an active or reactive encounter triggers aggression. Black children 


rely on peer influences for self evatuation more than white children. So. 


when the group eggs a member on: "Beat him up" afi crowds around, fighting . 


s 


in inevitable. Seeking attention leads to fights. A white fourth grade boy 


said, "They pick on you &® make you recognize them." 


. 
. : a. . 6 i 
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- To summarize, jhe etimli for aggression ere rectee and. the need to earn | 


va 


respects (2) socialization to violence (3) inadequate academic work and the 
need be save face » (4) responding to a ae aaa” sc prophecy that blacks. 


are more physical, (5). poor impuse control, of anger, (6) sexual competition, 


( Bs) desire to test: one's strength and establish position in a peer hierarchy » 
(8) peer pressure , » and (9) agsire for attention. 
' *& few 
What are the arenas of meddlin' ? fnilareh: at at, Pacesetter said the classroom 


permits more opportunity, for aggression against another child thaithe playground. , 


~~ 


- In the élassroom MIGre is only one teacher to watch: on the playground there 


are several. Meddlin' €lso occurs in bs eae and egpecially the 


‘ » : 
restrooms. Fi : x we May ‘ 


ho are me targets of meddlin'? Blacks and whites are targets of | 


‘ 


npereseton However, as is the Case enone adults, most fights are intra-ractal. 


Soys fight More, although girls do fight, and sometines a girl beats up a boy. 


, A ereet may be an aggressor’ 6 equal. - More orven children who are unequal in 


° 


some way--newconers, physically handicapped, difteently dressed, scholastic 
achievers who are not athletes, and children who appear to’ "put on airs" or 


\ 
‘brag are vulnerable to meddlin' . : 


/ 
We ene uenee some stimli, evens, and targets of aggression. What are 

the Styles of’ regression? Although there are or#on-one fights as is the case 

when two equals. challenge each other or & bully ‘picks on an individual, 

among, blacks who are kin or neighborhood friends, alliance or gang behavior 


is common. On the playgroind I observed a rumblé among third grade black 
“ 


3 a 
girls. Another time, standing in line to enter the school building, a black 


ZL Pinched the right. buttock of the white boy standing in front of him. 


The child responded by hitting his molester with this -lbow. Thereupon the 


aggressor's black friend who was standing in front of the white child hit him. 


: , 
Verbal aggression Aneludea calling people tneulting names or. Aencriptive : 
yeni denigrating the physical peculiarities or behavior traits of a child, ; 
parodying a child's name, ‘talking about @ black child's mam (a ‘highly incendiary 
act).. Indeed teachers stopped children from talking about their own mothers 
‘edateibutians to the school lest the black ¢hildren niounderstent).. -"Putting 
them down" is a style of meddlin' to make children feel sorry - -that they ever 

came into the world. Sounds ere as important as the verbal. and, visual sensé 

that is communicated. Folklorists have documented children's farticre. 

“Wine profanity is another style of aggression. Talking about someone --rumor 

. mongering ana hearsay--to upset a person, lying to get someone in trouble, 

and threatening are other aaa styles. Ostracism--not talking toa —~ 


— 


person can be another ee mode. ~ ¥ . , : 


r 


“Styles of Aonverbal, egeression {nels body bluster (posing, sie apd . 
arranging one's ‘appearance in a menancing way fe make oneself threatening, 
or put gomeone down), BPUBENE others’ possessions, creating situations to 
get a child into trouble, and Physical assaults--kicking, ‘hitting, finger 
tweaking, blowing pins out of straws " Chunking" rocks, crickets, or other © 


objects, puRhing, and invading personal space in’ the restroom. There is a 
what is called 


fascination pach hinney, asa or butt kicking or pinching. Another 


style of aggression is: school vandalism which includes throwing water bombs 


on the restroom walls or writing on them, wetting rolls of paper cloths 


and nee them on the windows, heaters, and fans to jam them; squirtirg 


and 
soap on the, PaO Ors, us ing che "bathroom all over the bathroom,” ) making sissy 


on the floor and skiin' on it. : ‘ . . 
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; hot wes + ’ 7 : vt " | 7 oS 3 . : : 
“ “What ere the responses to aggression? Chiléren use strong ‘suit tactics. 
Whites at Pacesetter tend to respond to meddlin! vith. passive "safe" strategies 
of teking it, complying with demands, or disengaging oneself with the mediation | 
of a waache® or brotection- of a “patron” or one's ability to divert an 

, Qggressor with humor, negotiation or withdrawal. . Physically weaker children ‘ 
often have protectors whoa. they tell if someone meddles baa and the stronger 
child takes rs oa the weaker. | 

Some white and more black onitanes respond to meddlin' in a. reciprocal 

manner, tit for tat.’ Tnileed, if a child perceives the possibility of attack, 


the effective, strategy is believed to be to strike first. 


There are four general constraints on exeression: An adult Presence, . an 


activity during which BEeTERe 108 occurs comes to an end, fear of pain: sul 


retaliation, and mie easee that avenoresy figures will learn of the aggression 


| anc penalize it. 


What are the. Pico cee Of meddlin'? The aggressors’ rewards are 
eeaining attention; tuproving self concept, esteem, and position in the peer 
hiererchy; getting one's way (material or immaterial gsin); reducing censton 
putee up from classroom anxiety ¢ or anger, and having she thrill of exploring 
ditertatvasereane dominant rather than subordinate in society. 

Aldis, an ethologist who atud{ed play scerensice, erGuet that thrill SeERIRE 
in Play has the advantage of acquiring ‘skills for emergencies. The preduease 
and Victims who learn to handle the aggression--deflecting it - retaliating-- 
develop three strength, cortrol, adaptability, and sensitivity to , , 
miltiple communication channels. Part of handling Sggression is assertiveness. 
This trait {6 associated with black educa tioned achievement and such middie 


a 


class attitudes and "behavior es’ knowing where to £nd jobs. Pighting of 


“avoid threats and to .’ ° 
eons en Upee) PRN: Children learn how i brokers to mediate 
‘betueen themselves and adversaries. es : 
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There are, of course, negative consequences of @geression.: The 


td 


7 - 


~ 


of bullies, bullied, protected, and funny people witen. meddlin’ is persvasive. : 


* 


‘ Too much or ‘too dramatic aa a gets an individual into trouble 


ce with the authorities. | Fighters are sent to the principal's ‘office. 


“When. black's pezents are called in the child usually gets "vhupped. id 
| “easy bane the shit out of them" mens tives have .to 1g be wages, a Ret - 
. noted. Suspension or being sent to a special school are possibilities. 
a The Pacesetter school children's perception of more black than white _ 
eganenes et leads some blacks and whites to bave negative attitudes toward 
blacks. Of. course, these are futher shagea and erereree by prejudices. 


‘in American society. “Dumb, Sngeical; mean, and unpredictable" are common 
categorizations deriving from perceived black aggression. Some blacks, 
especially from middle class backgrounds who share white middle Stabe 
euitieal Values: feel embarrassed by being identified with the group 


ov 


7 "black." The courts mandate class assignments by color not class. Chila- 
_ ren gencralize to an entire group. They become resentful when black 
aggressors cause the entire class to be punished for the misbehavior of a 
* few--the assumption that. peer pressure brings misbehavers into line is 
fallacious when the children's social rule is to fight whom vou chablenge: 
“Some black children escape disciplinary measures because teachers fear their 
authority will only be publically shattered. They also fear confrontations 
with black parents. The aggression contributes to degregation in desegrega- 
hie: Voluntary seating atten observed over the year were blacks seated 
with blacks and whites, with whites. Occasionally there was a contrastingly 
colored person in a group. Expressive forms are often exclusionary. Black 
girls rarely permit white girls to be full pave Vensal ts in their dance ring 
plays and cheers. ‘Black boys dominate the football field. The toilet areas 
are definitely black turf, unpleasant areas of harassment and impediments ie 
natural ‘body paneeiGaes After school, many black and. white children rush 


directly to their home toilets, sometimes with soiled pants. Competitive 


sports eliminate many children because arguments over rules, who plays, etc. 
.* lead to fighting. . 1y 
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golor that @%sts in civil rights circles) on discussirg sensitive issues 


ee formal educatignal oppateunity may be necessary but it is not ms 3 < 


efficient base individuals tq’ achigve chs skills necessary for socidecononic 5 


success in adult pursuits carried on within the law. "Positive social _# 


’ . - 


relations and shared communicative patterns are also critical. o- 


Aggression manifestations -are new and dramatic for many children and for 


- . * * 


&e. 


others they negatively affect academic se uemaat and perhaps later ‘socio- , 


~ * 
economic advancement, i. so the api easait enéounters say: have bar reaching ; 


” 


and powerful implications ie they are not dealt with. Sociologist: 
James S. Céleman, whose Ss caiee study in the mid-1960's was ysed to support / 
school desegregation, now says it is.a "mistaken belief that, black atoients 
learn better in desegregated classrooms. Desegregation has varied out to 


be much more complicated than, any of us ever realized," (quoted in 
, a a . F 
Feinberg 1978). Scharr and Weinberg in their recent American Sociological’ 


Review article (1978) point out the problem of naive environmentalism. 


My research supports the notion that social contact theories need to be : aw 
i ? iN . oo ; 7 
reconciled with social distance theories. I have broken a taboo (a set of 


unspoken behavioral norms preventing referenee to diffarences that involve 


found in many areas (c£. Schofield 1977) and focused on children's : ‘ 


perceptions of a social relations problem, a reality that mocks adult ideals. , 


‘ 


I have tried to place the problem in historical context and offer some 


explanations derived from theoretical and empirical studies in related areas. 
, ary ai 


The process of identifying a problem and exploring. its ramifications rec: 43 2 


a e Oe oe 
critical to effective social policy. In a larger report on’my research I ‘ 


conclude by drawing upon teciniques some Pacesetter teachers, students, and 


parents found to be effective as well as those evaluated in the educational 
4 - . 


and psychological literature to suggest some prescriptive strategies for 


. e , \ 
improving desegregated schooling. ; a : 
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